In laboratory studies, hamsters (Mesocricetus spp.) show intense male-male aggression, thus making them an excellent model system for studies of the functional and mechanistic bases of aggression. In a field study of golden hamsters, M. auratus, in the wild, however, the few documented male-male interactions were not highly aggressive. Thus, we tested the hypothesis that familiarity modulates aggression in hamsters. Previous investigations of the effects of familiarity on aggression have mostly involved familiarization of unfamiliar individuals through agonistic interactions. Here we allowed male Turkish hamsters, M. brandti, to become familiar with each other by housing them together but separated by a wire-mesh partition (thus 'nonagonistic' familiarity). We found that although nonagonistic familiarity did not decrease investigation of the familiar male, it did decrease the occurrence of fights, the number of fights and the percentage of time fighting; it also increased the latency to fight. These results are consistent with the 'dear enemy' hypothesis, which proposes that males are less aggressive towards familiar neighbours than they are towards unfamiliar conspecifics because previous interactions provide enough information about the other individual to render severe aggression unnecessary. Most importantly, our results suggest that information gained about other individuals through nonagonistic interactions decreases the frequency and intensity of fights with those individuals. We conclude that results from laboratory studies on aggression that do not consider the kind of social interactions that individuals have in nature should be interpreted with caution. Ó
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Given the potential costs of aggression, selection should favour mechanisms that allow animals to gain information about one another, remember that information, and recognize previously encountered individuals (O'Connor et al. 2000) , thus decreasing the need for repeated aggressive interactions. In many territorial species, disputes between familiar animals are less intense than those between unfamiliar animals (Chase 1985; Ydenberg et al. 1988) . Previous nonagonistic or moderately agonistic interactions may be enough to establish memories of individuals and/or dominant-subordinate relationships. Thus, intense fights may be unnecessary (Ydenberg et al. 1988; Jensen & Yngvesson 1998; Petrulis et al. 2004) . Such exchanges of information may occur when juvenile males disperse to their new locations and interact with other juveniles and established adult males. If juvenile males do not elicit high levels of aggression from adult males, familiarity via nonagonistic interactions may occur. Thus, when juvenile males become agonistic, aggression between them and the established adult males may be buffered by previous familiarity.
For this strategy to work, however, males need to remember individuals from previous encounters (O 'Connor et al. 2000; Trigosso-Venario et al. 2002) , and this ability has been convincingly shown in the golden hamster, Mesocricetus auratus. After laboratory male hamsters engaged in aggressive interactions, the losers recognized the winner after short-term and long-term intervals (30 min and 1 week, respectively; Lai & Johnston 2002). In another study, male hamsters that lost a fight showed more locomotion and escape behaviours in response to familiar winners than to unfamiliar winners, indicating recognition of the male to which they had lost. The losers also scent-marked less in response to the odours of a familiar winner than to those of an unfamiliar winner (Petrulis et al. 2004) ; given that scent marking is an agonistic behaviour, losers were less agonistic towards familiar than towards unfamiliar conspecifics (Johnston 1975a (Johnston , b, c, 1977 . However, in all of these studies the information about a familiar individual was gained by fighting with a previously unfamiliar individual. Whether relevant information leading to familiarity with another male may be obtained without agonistic interactions is still unclear.
We hypothesize that nonagonistic familiarity modulates the level of aggression between males. We tested this hypothesis by conducting two experiments with male Turkish hamsters, M. brandti. In experiment 1 we examined whether familiarity
